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CQ, March 4, 2009

  

New aid to the West Bank and Gaza Strip is likely to face criticism from two sides when it
comes before Congress this spring: those who say it risks giving U.S. dollars to terrorists, and
others who say Congress should speed those dollars to fix a humanitarian disaster.

  

Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton announced the $900 million aid package for the Gaza
Strip and West Bank at an international donor conference in Egypt on March 2. The aid would
include money already appropriated, as well as money the Obama administration plans to
request this spring as part of a fiscal 2009 supplemental spending bill.

  

Though the administration insists that it will take measures to prevent the money from being
used by Hamas, the militant anti-Israel group that controls the Gaza Strip, some lawmakers say
there’s no way to keep that from happening.

  

“If you look at past funding, we have subsidized a culture of welfare terrorism,” said Rep. Mark
Steven Kirk, R-Ill.

  

Money to the Palestinians is already heavily conditioned, however, and its opponents lack the
support to change those conditions. Including the money in a supplemental bill makes it a target
for criticism, but the aid is expected to be approved.

  

“The Democrats will have to carry water for the administration, whether they like it or not,” a
House aide said.

  

Regardless, the aide said, any new funding would simply free up money for Hamas to re-arm
and increase its support among Gazans, to whom it provides aid.
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“No amount of conditioning can solve the fungibility issue,” the aide said.

  

Critics of the aid plan will also focus on its cost during a time of financial trouble.

  

“I am deeply concerned about the administration’s plan to take $900 million from U.S. taxpayers
to fund Gaza reconstruction and a bailout of the Palestinian Authority at a time when our nation
is grappling with serious economic challenges,” said Ileana Ros-Lehtinen of Florida, the ranking
Republican on the House Foreign Affairs Committee.
Cost Breakdown

  

The amount of money that would go to reconstruction is unclear, however. The State
Department says the package includes $300 million for Gaza “to meet urgent humanitarian
needs,” which the State Department and the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) would provide in consultation with U.N. agencies and aid groups.

  

The money also would include $200 million in budgetary funding for the Palestinian Authority
and another $400 million for the organization’s economic growth, infrastructure development
and security programs. The State Department and USAID have not specified how much of this
money would be new spending.

  

Reps. Brian Baird, D-Wash., and Keith Ellison, D-Minn., say that opening Gaza’s borders to all
humanitarian aid should be the top priority. Baird and Ellison visited Gaza over the Presidents
Day recess.

  

But another Hill source who follows the money closely said, “What is particularly notable about
the U.S. effort is the length to which we are going to say that we will not allow any U.S. funds to
be spent on reconstruction in Gaza until the political conditions that would allow for the opening
of the crossings are in place,” referring to demands for a long-term cease-fire and release of an
Israeli soldier held captive by Hamas.

  

The U.N. Office for Humanitarian Affairs reported Tuesday that the border crossings remain
closed to materials that would restore water and electricity to significant portions of the region.
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Others praised the Obama administration’s efforts. “For too many years, American rhetoric has
far outpaced American action, and I am very pleased that President Obama and Secretary
Clinton have taken such a clear step in supporting those who resist the camp of terror and
re-establishing our credibility,” said Gary L. Ackerman, D-N.Y., chairman of the House Foreign
Affairs Subcommittee on the Middle East and South Asia.
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